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The still-unresolved conflict between the Ejercito Zapatista de Liberacion Nacional (EZLN)
and Mexican authorities has all but disappeared from the headlines in recent years, but the
anniversaries of two milestone events brought the issue back to the foreground. In mid-February,
a federal judge announced a stiff sentence against two men accused of having played a major role
in the tragic massacre of 45 people in the Zapatista community of Acteal in December 1997. Several
dozen others have already been convicted for the same crime. Also in February, EZLN sympathizers
around the world organized demonstrations to demand that the Mexican government fulfill the San
Andres indigenous-rights accords negotiated by the EZLN and the government of former President
Ernesto Zedillo in 1996. The Zapatista community has remained fairly cohesive through the years,
but some cracks have developed, with some families deciding to accept government assistance after
declining to do so for nearly a decade and a half.

Court issues ruling related to Acteal massacre
In a Feb. 15 ruling that partially resolves a simmering conflict that has torn apart indigenous
communities in the Zapatista region, federal Judge Martin Rangel Cervantes sentenced brothers
Antonio and Mariano Pucuj to 26 years in prison for their participation in the massacre of 45 Tzotzil
men, women, and children in Acteal on Dec. 22, 1997 (SourceMex, January 28, 1998). The Pucuj
brothers, who reside in a nearby Tzotzil village, were also ordered to pay 739,000 pesos (US$69,000)
to the families of the victims, said the local human rights organization Fray Bartolome de las Casas
(Frayba). "Both are legally responsible for the crimes of homicide, battery, and carrying militarystyle weapons without a license," Rangel said in handing down his sentence. Frayba spokespersons
said the judge's decision was based on testimony from local residents. Attorneys for the Pucuj
brothers have filed an appeal, Frayba officials told reporters.
The Pucuj brothers are the latest of several dozen individuals found guilty in the attack since 2002.
In October 2007, a federal judge sentenced 34 other men to 26 years for their role in the killings in
Las Abejas neighborhood of Acteal, in the municipality of Chenalho. A handful of other individuals
were also convicted in 2002. The government has said the incident was motivated by a land dispute
between Tzotzil communities. At the time of the massacre, many human rights advocates blamed
the attack on paramilitary groups sympathetic to the long-governing Partido Revolucionario
Institucional (PRI). Among those detained was local PRI member Antonio Santiz, who helped
organize local groups to "defend against the aggressions of the EZLN." The Chiapas government
has identified Santiz as the intellectual author of the attack, but a special federal prosecutor named
to investigate the massacre said there is no evidence to support that assertion. Still, the role of the
PRI in the attack has not been fully clarified, and all decisions handed down in the case since 2002,
including the latest ruling from Judge Rangel, failed to sanction local, state, or national PRI officials.
The Zedillo administration as well as the government of ex-President Vicente Fox, a member of
the Partido Accion Nacional (PAN), have also come under criticism for failing to seek a quicker
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resolution to the case. "The Mexican state must publicly recognize its responsibility in these
events, conduct a serious and efficient investigation, and punish the intellectual authors of the
counterinsurgency movement that promoted the massacre," Frayba spokespersons told the Mexico
City daily newspaper La Jornada. Some observers said a tense climate prevails, even though
authorities have brought electricity to the community and constructed a new paved road in the area.
"On the road to Chenalho, where the massacre occurred, poverty prevails as it always has," Carolina
Rocha Medocal, a reporter for the Mexico City daily newspaper El Universal, wrote on the 10th
anniversary of the massacre in December. Rocha said the divisions that existed 10 years ago are still
in place. "On one side are the Zapatistas, who have put up fences and roadblocks.
On the other side is the PRI-dominated municipality of Chenalho with all its resources," she
noted. "In the middle are the residents of Las Abejas." Local residents said they have seen little
evidence that authorities are serious about bringing peace to the area. "There have been no efforts
to guarantee that the violence that we experienced in 1997 will not be repeated," said Javier Ruiz
Perez, a resident of Las Abejas. Zapatista supporters observe anniversary of San Andres accords At
a broader level, the Mexican government has also come under criticism for failing to recognize the
San Andres accords negotiated by the Zedillo administration and the EZLN in February 1996.
The agreements, signed in the community of San Andres Larrainzar after 10 months of difficult
negotiations, laid the foundation for a new relationship between the government and indigenous
communities. They recognized legal, cultural, and political rights of indigenous communities, not
just in Chiapas but throughout the country (SourceMex, February 21, 1996). The Zedillo government
failed to implement the agreements (1998-05-13, 1999-03-03 and 2000-05-24), which led to increased
tensions with the EZLN. The Fox administration promoted its own indigenous-rights bill, a watereddown version of the San Andres accords (SourceMex, December 13, 2000). The weaker bill was
approved easily in the Mexican Congress (SourceMex, May 02, 2001). The measure had to be ratified
by a majority of states because it involved changes to the Mexican Constitution (SourceMex, July 18,
2001). The EZLN and its sympathizers challenged the watered-down initiative before the Suprema
Corte de Justicia de la Nacion (SCJN), but the high court ruled against the challenge (SourceMex,
September 18, 2002).
The 12th anniversary of the completion of the San Andres accords prompted a series of
demonstrations in the Americas and Europe, with EZLN sympathizers urging President Felipe
Calderon's administration and the Mexican Congress to recognize the original agreements.
According to La Jornada, protests were held in several cities in Germany, Costa Rica, Argentina, and
Spain in support of the San Andres accords. Even with the wide support for the accords overseas, no
major events were reported in Mexico. The demonstrations in favor of the accords were widespread
in Germany, taking place in front of the Mexican Embassy in Berlin and consulates in five other
cities, including Frankfurt and Bremen.
In Spain, the Confederacion General del Trabajo (CGT) presented a document to Mexico's
ambassador asking Calderon, Chiapas Gov. Juan Sabines, and local officials to stop aggressions
against EZLN communities and to withdraw all military forces from Chiapas. A group of academics
from Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Costa Rica, Ecuador, Mexico, Nicaragua, Portugal, Puerto Rico, Spain,
and Uruguay also released a statement calling attention to government violations of human rights
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in Chiapas, including forced evictions of residents from their homes, death threats, and the burning
of homes. "[The violent climate in the region] is not a result of conflicts between communities," said
the statement. "Rather, it is a sign of a calculated strategy on the part of the government to weaken
the social base of the EZLN."

Some Zapatista families leave community, accept government aid
For years, the Zapatistas have maintained a tight cohesiveness among their communities by
granting them a high degree of autonomy and self-sufficiency (SourceMex, May 13, 1998 and July
08, 1998). As part of the system established by the EZLN, residents refused for years to take any
assistance from the state or federal governments. This changed in early 2008, when nearly 200
families from the community of Polho declined to adhere to the EZLN's guidelines and accepted
assistance from the government through the Oportunidades program. The government provided the
families with an initial subsidy of 470 pesos (US$44). "What we are doing is providing support for
these families just as we do for families in other parts of Mexico," said Salvador Escobedo, an official
with the Secretaria de Desarrollo Social (SEDESOL), which administers Oportunidades.
The families readily embraced the support. "We could not stand our level of poverty any longer,"
said Javier Luna Ruiz, a spokesperson for the families. He asked the government to also incorporate
the members of the community into the Procampo agricultural program and provide assistance for
constructing a clinic and two schools. The government's move to incorporate the Zapatista families
into the federal welfare programs came under strong criticism from some quarters. "This is an
act that some in the Zapatista community consider another step in the counterinsurgency against
the EZLN," said La Jornada, which noted that Polho has been one of the more visible sites of the
Zapatista resistance. [Note: Peso-dollar conversions in this article are based on the Interbank rate in
effect on March 5, reported at 10.71 pesos per US$1.00]
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